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Environmental Assessment Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Agency Proposed Action. The National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA)
seeks to expand broadband access to un-served and underserved communities in the U.S. through its
Broadband Technology Opportunities Program (BTOP), authorized by the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). BlueBird Media LLC (BlueBird) is a public-private partnership
established to expand the broadband network to underserved and disadvantaged areas in northern
Missouri. In addition, the network would provide broadband to local community anchor institutions
(CAls), including local governments, schools, and hospitals. NTIA has granted $45.1 million to the
BlueBird public-private partnership to expand broadband coverage to CAls and other organizations

serving vulnerable populations such as the low-income and unemployed, and to promote job creation.

BlueBird Proposed Action. To expand broadband access in northern Missouri, BlueBird would
construct a buried fiber system. The buried fiber would be placed in existing utility corridors along state
highway right-of-way (ROW), allowed through a public-private partnership with the Missouri
Department of Transportation (MoDOT). To augment the network, BlueBird would use existing dark
fiber, defined as already-installed fiber optic cable that is available for rent or lease. The buried fiber and
dark fiber system would connect nodes, which are huts containing electronic equipment needed to
regenerate and maintain the broadband signal. BlueBird proposes to construct 38 nodes. The project
would directly connect 102 CAls to the nearest node locations. CAI connections would be either via fiber
optic cable or existing community dark fiber. These types of connections would involve installation of a

small rack of equipment within the building to serve as the termini for the high-speed data connection.

Purpose and Need. Rural northern Missouri has extensive areas that are un-served or underserved by
broadband technology. Broadband is needed for job creation and economic growth and is an essential
infrastructure for business, healthcare, education, and government. By increasing broadband coverage in
rural northern Missouri, home-based businesses, educational classes, national and international

collaboration, and medical treatment would be possible from locations where it was not possible before.

Alternatives. Alternative approaches to expanding broadband include a fully wireless system, an aerial
system, or an all-trenched fiber system. A fully wireless system to deliver middle-mile broadband would
be limited in the bandwidth that could be provided to end users and would require closely spaced towers
(every 25 miles) to achieve acceptable broadband speeds. An aerial system would rely on cable
installation on existing utility poles and would be vulnerable to outages during periods of inclement

weather. In addition, it would require specially trained workers to maintain connections on power poles

Bluebird Media, LL.C i




Environmental Assessment Executive Summary

due to the proximity of high voltage wires. An all-trenched fiber system would be the most reliable
system, but would be more costly to install to all last-mile users. Because of the limitations of the
wireless, aerial, and all-trenched systems, BlueBird’s preferred alternative (the proposed Project) is to

install trenched fiber where needed and utilize dark fiber where available for lease.

No Action Alternative. If the proposed Project were not built, rural areas would need to find other

sources of broadband or would continue to be un-served and underserved by broadband technology.

Environmental Impacts

Construction and operation of the proposed Project would result in impacts to the environment as follows:

Noise. Construction noise would result from equipment use along the fiber segments. There would be no
change in the ambient noise post-construction. Emergency generators located at each node would only
operate when there is a power outage and during scheduled maintenance. Temporary and infrequent
noise associated with these facilities would be similar to traffic noise levels that residents close to

highways normally experience.

Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Construction would create dust emissions and equipment
would emit combustion byproducts. These effects would be temporary. Regular operation of the
proposed Project would not result in air emissions. Emergency generators would operate infrequently and
would not be expected to affect air quality. Construction would also generate greenhouse gas emissions
from trucks and construction equipment. If construction equipment to be used in the proposed Project
operated for one year, it would generate fewer than 25,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent and

would not contribute measurably to global warming impacts.

Geology and Soils. The proposed Project is located in the Dissected Till Plains, which are a formerly
glaciated area to the north of the Missouri River; the Osage Plains, which are in western Missouri to the
south of the Missouri River; and the Ozark Highlands, which are in eastern and central Missouri to the
south of the Missouri River. Because of the generally gentle geology of this area, there would be no
increased risk from landslides, mudslides, or earthquake-related shaking due to the proposed Project. In
addition, construction would not impact any scenic geological sites. Some route segments in the
Dissected Till Plains and Osage Plains tend to cross prime farmland, with more than 50 percent of the
route crossing prime farmland in the Canton to Kahoka, Chillicothe to Trenton. and Old Monroe to Troy
segments. However, proposed Project construction would be within highway ROW, which has
previously been removed from agricultural production. Also, most nodes would be located within the city

limits of towns, which have already been previously committed to urban development. Exceptions would
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be the nodes in Brookfield, Kirksville, Lexington, Macon, Maryville, Montgomery City, Trenton, and
Troy. For compliance with the Farmland Protection Policy Act, Farmland Conversion Impact Rating
Forms were completed for the nodes located outside of city limits. In general, because prime farmland is
abundant in this region, a one-half acre node site in these locations would take minimal amounts of

farmland out of production; alternative sites to avoid farmland impacts were therefore not evaluated.

Water Quality and Floodplains. The proposed Project would cross approximately 500 perennial
streams and 425 intermittent streams. Construction across all streams would be by directional boring; as
a result, no impacts to these streams are expected. With the required use of best management practices
(BMPs) for erosion and sediment control, impacts to water quality would be minor. The route segments
would cross approximately 80 miles of 100-year floodplains. These crossings would be adjacent to
existing road crossings. Construction away from the utility easements would not be practicable as a
longer, more expensive route would not totally avoid floodplains. For compliance with Executive Order
11988 on Floodplain Management, there is no practicable alternative to construction within the 100-year
floodplain. To minimize impacts on floodplains, fiber would be installed in the roadway embankment
and roadway causeways where allowed by MoDOT. Permits under Section 10 of the Rivers and Harbors
Act would be obtained for directional drill crossings of the Big Blue River, Lamine River, and Missouri

River.

Wild and Scenic Rivers. Fiber segments would not cross any designated wild and scenic rivers, but
would cross four Nationwide Rivers Inventory (NRI) streams: the West Fork of the Cuivre River in
Lincoln County, Locust Creek in Sullivan County, and the North and South Fabius Rivers in Marion
County. To minimize impacts, directional boring would be used to cross NRI streams, or fiber would be
installed in existing conduit on existing bridges. Under either option, fiber installation would not impact

the scenic, recreational, or biological integrity of the NRI stream segments.

Vegetation and Wildlife. The proposed project would cross the Ozark Highlands, Central Irregular
Plains, Western Corn Belt Plains, and Interior River Valleys and Hills ecoregions. Because the proposed
Project would be constructed at node sites in towns and within existing utility corridors adjacent to
highway ROWs, route segment construction would not require clearing of forest vegetation. However,
there will be herbaceous and shrubby communities of various stages of succession along ROW corridors.
Construction of the proposed nodes would mostly involve mowed grass sites or impervious sites and not
impact any previously undisturbed native plant communities. Impacts to common wildlife species using

disturbed plant communities along the roadway are expected to be minor and temporary in nature.
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Endangered and Threatened Species. In route segments where rare aquatic species are present,
construction would be accomplished by directional drilling or by installation in existing conduit on
existing bridges. In habitats where Indiana and gray bats are present, trees greater than 12 inches in
diameter at breast height (dbh) would be removed only between November and March to avoid
disturbance of bat habitat. Disturbed areas would be replanted with native grasses and forbs to avoid
propagating invasive species. With the implementation of these measures, there would be no effects to

endangered and threatened species.

Wetlands. With the exception of the Old Monroe to St. Louis route segment, which would cross 14 acres
of wetlands, all route segments would cross fewer than three acres of wetlands. Because construction
would occur within a 15-foot utility corridor, the cumulative temporary impacts to wetlands for the entire
project would be fewer than 30 acres. All wetlands would be crossed by directional drill. However,
coordination would occur with the USACE prior to each segment construction to verify that Section 404
permits were not needed. Any wetland crossings would be expected to qualify for Nationwide Permit 12,
Utility Crossings. Construction of route segments would not create permanent impacts to wetlands, and
wetland mitigation is not expected to be required by permitting agencies. To minimize impacts to
wetlands, proposed Project construction would use directional drilling, would install fiber in the roadway
embankment and roadway causeways across wetlands where allowed by MoDOT, or would install fiber
in existing conduit on existing bridges. BMPs would be implemented to avoid sedimentation from upland
construction areas. Alternative construction of the fiber segments away from the utility easements would
not be practicable as it would be a longer, more expensive route, would require the acquisition of new
easements, and would not avoid crossing of wetlands. Thus, in compliance with Executive Order (EO)
11990 on Protection of Wetlands, there is no practicable alternative to construction of the fiber segments

in wetland areas adjacent to the roadsides.

Cultural Resources. Four National Historic Landmarks (NHLs), 41 historic districts, and ten other
properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) are adjacent to the fiber routes. A
total of 237 previously recorded archaeological sites are also adjacent to the fiber routes. Route segments
with a large number of archaeological sites include Albany to Maryville, Boonville to Middleton, Canton
to Kahoka, Ellisville to Washington, Marshall to Waverly, and Old Monroe to St. Louis. Because
installation would occur in existing utility corridors and in highway rights of way which are generally not
included in the site boundaries, impacts to these historic properties are not expected to occur. For
archaeological sites in the road ROW, impacts would be avoided by moving to the other side of the road,
by directional drilling under the archaeological deposits, or by aerial installation if other avoidance is not

possible.
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Visual Impacts. Hut construction at 35 nodes would result in potential visual impacts. All parks located
near the nodes are city parks that are already subject to visual intrusions from urban development. There
are no state parks or federal lands potentially affected by node locations. Thus, the proposed Project

would not be expected to result in substantial visual impacts.

Land Use. The project would not change land use or conflict with existing land uses. Fiber construction
would intersect the Katy Trail State Park at five locations. To minimize impacts, fiber installation at
these locations would be by directional drill or installation in existing conduit on existing bridges. A
MoDOT Permit for Work on Right-of-Way would be obtained prior to construction of each fiber
segment. No other permits are needed to cross federal or state lands. An Underground Wireline Crossing

permit will be obtained from six railroads crossed by the fiber installation routes.

Health and Safety. Fiber routes would pass near one active superfund site and several brownfield sites.
These are primarily in the Kansas City and St. Louis areas. Consultation with MoDOT prior to
construction in highway ROWs in these areas would ensure that pre-existing contamination would not be
disturbed. A Health and Safety Plan would establish minimum distances from residences and buildings
for construction, as well as requirements for fencing to limit public access. The project would adhere to
all OSHA health and safety requirements for construction and MoDOT traffic control requirements for

construction.

Infrastructure. The proposed Project is designed to enhance middle-mile and last-mile broadband
infrastructure in Missouri. It is anticipated that the existing roadways could adequately handle the
construction traffic and operational maintenance traffic because the roads are high-capacity state
highways. Minor amounts of commercial electricity would be needed for equipment shelters at the nodes,
and a propane generator and fuel tank would be installed to provide backup power. The proposed Project

would have minor and insignificant impacts on existing highway and electrical infrastructure.

Socioeconomics and Environmental Justice. From a socioeconomic standpoint, providing increased
broadband access would be expected to benefit educational, healthcare, and governmental facilities.
Minority and low-income communities would benefit from the expansion of broadband access. The
project would connect with CAIs in counties with environmental justice populations, including Adair,

Jackson, St. Louis City, and St. Louis County.
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